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THE MODERN PERIOD (1900-Present)

>Characteristics of 20th C music

· New options in the tonal system: polytonality and atonality

· Novel rhythmic systems

· New Chordal structures

· Importance of tone color

>Music and musicians in the 20th C

The impact of technology on music and musician of the 20th C was remarkable. The advent of recordings, radio and television resulted in dramatic changes for the music listener. It shifted to a large extent his venue from the concert hall to the living room. No longer was concert-going a luxury of the elite. Music was now available to the “man in the street”. Films, radio and television broadcasts contributed a new stimulus to both instrumentalist and composer. They also provided the means for philanthropic foundations to become significant music patrons. Nevertheless, most composers had to supplement their work with an additional occupation, such as that of a conductor, or teacher, or “composer in residence” with a symphony orchestra. (Some composers now produce and distribute their own music). In some cases, composers had to suffer the vagaries of social or political upheavals. Under Stalin’s Communism and Hitler’s Naziism, for example, musical modernism was considered degenerate. The type of music allowed was, to a large extent, “controlled” by the state.

What sort of music then did emerge from the 20th C? It is remarkable how many traditions survived rather than how many became obsolete. The upheaval took place sometime between Schonberg’s “emancipation of the dissonance” (1907-08) and the end of World War 1 (1918) which many consider to have signaled the definite break with the aesthetic of the 19th C.  Neo-Classicism, which was in effect a rejection of German high Romanticism, became the dominant language of the interwar years. As if Schonberg’s 12 note Austro-German technique was not enough to herald the change, radical avant-gardists attempted to internationalize it. John Cage went even further, though not on the same rails, and called for “total indeterminacy”, whereby a composer writes music based on chance or to the performer’s decision. To add complexity to the mosaic, electronic music and the computer entered the arena. What has emerged form all this is not a single aesthetic but what can be termed “stylistic pluralism” – a series of different music styles running side by side. What is now a major force is the mass media of broadcasting and recording, which overwhelmingly favors the new genres of popular music. We don’t know at present whether Western art music will remain a fringe activity as it is now, and how its inherent flexibility and adaptability will affect its future

>Claude Debussy (1862-1918): The link between the Romantic Period and 20th C

Debussy’s “impressionistic” music is sometimes depicted as an expression of antagonism to Romanticism, whereas it is really a refinement of it. It is probably best related to the dictum of one of France’s poets of Symbolism, Stephane Mallarme: “To suggest (an object) rather then to name it – that is our dream”. Fittingly, Debussy’s first great success, the tone poem Prelude a l’apres-midi d’un faune (1894) is based on one of Mallarme’s poems. Eight years later, his controbersial opera Pelleas et Melisande was produced. Some critics complained about its absence of molody and the harmonies that broke traditional rules. The opera actually gathers together all aspects of Debussy’s impressionism: Tone color, atmosphere, and fluidity. In his final years, he wrote three sonatas: the cello sonata (1915), the sonata for flute, viola and harp (1915) and the Violin Sonata (1916-17). All of them anticipated neo-classicism, the movement Stravinsky reverted to after his revolt against Romanticism. Thus, Debussy straddles the era of Romanticism and the 20th Century.

Major works: Pelleas et Melisande (1893-1902); Nocturnes (1899); La mer (1905); Images (1905-7); Preludes for piano (1910,1913); Jeux (1913); in addition to the works mentioned above.

>The revolt against Romanticism and the beginning of Modernism

Last decades of the 19th C witnessed the first departures from musical romanticism eg: last works of Liszt

Opening years of the 20th C and until 1918 was a time of unprecedented revolt

1. Arnold Schonberg (1874-1951) began to write “atonal” music in 1908, with no tonal color, no dissonance and no modulation

2. Auton Webern (1883-1971) and Alban Berg became Schonberg’s pupils in 1904

3. Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) wrote the startingly novel ballet: Le sacre du printemps in 1913 – Main motivating force: angular and propulsive rhythm. It spelt this revolt against Romanticism

4. Rejection of Romanticism by Bela Bartok (1881-1945) somewhat similar to 
travinsky’s, as in highly percussive Allegro Barbaro (1911)

>Listening

1. Sonata for flute,viola and harp, Debussy

2. Violin Sonata, 1st movement, Debussy

3. Three Piano pieces, 1st piece, Schonberg

4. Six Orchestral pieces, 5th piece, Anton Webern

5. Three Pieces for orchestra, 1st piece, Alban berg

6. Le sacre du printemps, first 2 movements, Stravinsky
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>The interwar years (1919-1939)

Arnold Schonberg and the “basic set”

In order to develop and systematize the atonal method that he had first applied in c.1908, Schonberg in around 1920 came out with the “method of composing with twelve tones”. This so-called twelve-tone system may be look upon as organized atonality ( as compared to the previous free atonality) whereby the twelve chromatic tones are arranged into a “basic set” (or tone row or series – hence serialism which is another name for the system) in a predetermined sequence for every composition. (Note that the twelve-tone series is a sequence, not of pitches but of pitch classes. For example, middle C and every other C is a member of the same pitch class C.) The selection of this set is a most important part of the compositional process.

Now the set may be uniformly transposed on to any of the other intervals of the chromatic scale, making 11 transpositions of the basic set. Moreover, the set can be:

1) Retrograded, with the tones written in reverse order. 2) Inverted, with the original sequence of intervals between tones, but with the intervals moving in the opposite direction. 3) Inverted and retrograded, whereby the inverted tones in step 2 are written in reverse order.

Thus there is a total of 48 forms for any given basic set. However, it has been calculated that there are 479001600 overall possible arrangements of the twelve chromatic tones.

A procedure that is fundamental to Schonberg’s serial method is that, once the basic set and its transpositions, inversions, and retrogrades have been established, the actual pitches on any given segment of the set can be used in any appropriate order. A relatively recent development of this procedure is the idea of treating the basic set and its transformations as a matrix, as the basis for free horizontal, diagonal, or vertical movement within that matrix.

>The interwar years (1919-1939)

A number of diverse musical styles ran concurrently side by side:

1) Schonberg developed “serialism” (e.g: Piano Suite 1921-3)

2) Webern adopted serialism in late 1920’s (e.g: Symphony for small orchestra 1927-8)

3) Berg did not always stick to Schonberg’s formulas because of his innate romantic nature. Combined serialism with tonality (e.g: Violin Concerto 1935)

4) After initial revolt against Romanticism, Stravinsky pursued “neo-classicism”, between early 1920’s and 1950’s, a return to Classical style. Neoclassicism soon became dominant international language of interwar years, flexible enough to accommodate diatonism in atonal context.

Bartok divised and developed highly individual style that combined folk music, classical forms and novel sounds (e.g: first 2 Piano Concertos 1926 and 1930-1). In mid and late 1930’s, Bartok’s style became clearer in harmony and more luminous in spirit (e.g: Music for strings, percussion, and celesta 1936 ; Violin Concerto No 2 1937-8).

Illustrative Lsitening: --Suite for Piano, Op. 25, 5th mvt(Schonberg)---Symphony, Op.21, 2nd mvt(Webern)---Capriccioa for Piano and Orchestra, 1st mvt(Stravinsky)---Sonata for 2 pianos and percussion, 3rd mvt(Bartok).

>After World War II

1) Atonal music taken up during and immediately after WWII. Young composers (Pierre Bonlez 1925 in France, Raulheriz Storklausen 1928 in Germany) aspired “tonal serialism” to become the universal style of the age. Serialism became dominant aesthetic of 1950’s and 1960’s until its decline in late 1970’s.

2) In contrast , John Cage (1912-92) in the USA in 1950’s called for “total determinacy”: music based on chance or to performer’s decision.

3) From 1950’s increased use of electronic and computer asserted music.

4) Reactions in 1960 in USA against serialism and indeterminacy produced “minimalism”, a return to tonality and modality. Pioneers: Salve Reich, Philip Glass, John Adams, Henryk Gorecki. Characteristics: steady pulse, clear tonality and insistent repetition of rhythmic patterns and small diatonic melodic units.

5) Current trend: stylistic plurality.

Illustrative Listening: --Piano Sonata no 3, 2nd mvt(Pierre Boulez)---Piano Concerto, 1st mvt(Gyorgy Ligeti)---Symphony no 3, 2nd mvt(Henryk Gorecki).

>Jazz

A serial “democratic” music: the collective achievement of a people. It began as the natural, healthy, defiant response of black Americans to their plight, hopes and aspirations. Elements involved in its making ragtime syncopated melody played against steadily accented accompaniments, work songs, spirituals (religious folksongs), the blues( bitter-sweet songs origins in 1890 in Mississippi). Improvisation, a crucial feature of jazz. Developed its distinctive character by 1900. First round in New Orleans.

>Classic jazz

Essentially linear, melodic music. Basic instruments: trumpet, trombone, clarinet, piano, drums, guitar and bass. It reached its peak with Joe (“King”) Oliver’s. Creole Jazz band during early 1920’s. A disturbing element came in with Paul Whiteman’s “symphonic jazz” which earned him title “King of Jazz” in 1930, even though it was primarily Duke Ellington who was creating authentic jazz at Cotton Club. Whiteman commissioned Georges Gershwin in 1924 to write Rhapsody in Blue.

Illustrative Listening: --West End Blues, Louis Armstrong and his Hot Five(Joseph “King” Oliver)---Savoyager’s Stomp, Carroll Dickerson’s Savoyagers(Louis Armstrong/Earl Hines)---Rhapsody in Blue, orchestrated by Frede Grofé(George Gershwin).

> The swing era (1935-45)

Until early 1930’s, Jazz was mostly a minority taste among whites. This changed when Benny Goodman formed new big dance band in 1934, which became popular virtually overnight. Other big bands followed and “swing era” was born. Nevertheless, small group jazz continued to flourish and colder styles extended (in a development in 1950’s was termed “mainstream Jazz”) by the likes of Sidney Bechet, Fats Waller, and Muggie Spencer.

>Bebop

Jazz through swing became the international popular music of the era. But by end of 1930’s had became stereotyped and commercialized. [“Jazz is music, swing is business” (Ellington)] A fresh direction was not only needed but inevitable. It came in Mid 1940’s by Alto-Sax Charlie Parker and his colleagues; particularly Dizzy Gillespie (piano, trumpet), Miles Davis (trumpet) and Thelonivs Monk (piano). They introduced style of “bebop”. Major characteristics: chromatic, harmony and a complex system of rythms.

Illustrative Listening: --In the Mood, the Glenn Miller Band(Joe Garland/Andie Razaf)---“Billie’s Bounce” + “Now’s the Time” + “Koko”, Charlie Parker’s Red Boppers (Charlie Parker)

>Cool jazz

When the Charlie Parker quintet recorded first time bebop on 26 Nov 1945, 19 year old Miles Davis was on way to become a master trumpeter and an alternative stylist to Dizzy Gillespie. Davis left Parker’s group in 1948 and one of groups he led was a monet. Its urbane and calm sound and the cool unhurried solos seemed to be reaction against frenetic excesses of bebop. It ushered in “Cool Jazz” in early 1950’s. Later, tendency however, was to use small group of players, such as the Miles Davis Quintet.

>Free jazz

After 1950 witnessed consolidation of new trends, sometimes looking back to its past, sometimes searching for new ground. Among genuine pathfinders were saxophonist John Coltrane and saxophonist/composer Ornette Coleman. They introduced “free jazz” whose apparent randomness can be compared to John Cage’s chance music.

>Fusion and diversification

Rock had potent influence on Jazz as of late 1960’s, and led to Jazz Rock (Fusion). Combines improvisatory (jazz) with rock style. Prominent exponent: Miles Davis (e.g: Bitches Brew 1970).

1970’s: a decade of diversification with electronic instruments taking center stage. Also, a number of outstanding keyboard players came to the fore (e.g: Bill Evans, Chick Correa, and Keith Jarett)

Illustrative Listening: --We will meet again, from You Must Believe in Spring(Bill Evans)---So what, from King of Blue + John McLaughin, from Bitches Brew(Miles Davis)---Giant Steps(John Coltrane)

>Neoclassicism and Modern Bebop

Early 1980’s witnessed Neoclassicism (or modern bebop) led by Wynton Marsalis and Freddie Hubbard. It praised tradition and condemned influence of pop, rock and fusion (eg: Freddie Hubbard in first light). At same time, Miles Davis returned from retirement of late 1970’s and continued to explore new grounds (e.g: Tutu 1986)

>The current scene

There is a return to the roots, eg Charles Lloyd in the water is wide, and innovative musicians who are looking into new directions eg: steve Coleman in Rite of passage

Note: Wheter you look forward or back, the best approach is to maintain, and be within the tradition of Jazz

Stylistic Pluralism, keeping the Jazz tradition alive !

Illustrative listening: --First Light(Freddie Hubbard)---Thelonious, from Marsalis Plays Monk(Wynton Marsalis)---The Water is Wide(Charles Lloyd), Tutu (miles davis) , Rite of passage (steve Coleman)
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